Effect of arsenic on regulatory T cells.
Arsenic (As) affects the function and survival of lymphocytes, and some arsenic compounds exert a relevant antineoplastic effect. We have explored the effect of As on T regulatory cells. In vitro experiments with peripheral blood mononuclear cells from healthy subjects showed that low concentrations of As tended to increase the number of natural T regulatory (nTreg) lymphocytes, whereas concentrations >5.0 muM had an opposite effect. Furthermore, rats exposed to As showed redistribution of nTreg cells, and As administration to rats with experimental allergic encephalomyelitis increased the levels of nTreg cells in spleen and diminished the severity of this condition. On the other hand, in 47 apparently healthy subjects chronically exposed to As, we found significant inverse correlation between urinary As levels and the number and function of nTreg lymphocytes. Although most of these individuals showed enhanced levels of apoptotic lymphocytes in peripheral blood, with a diminution of mitochondrial membrane potential, no significant correlation between these parameters and urinary As was detected. Our data indicate that As seems to have a relevant and complex effect on nTreg cells.